For a reader of the first folio, Hamlet's last utterance is not the much discussed and much admired word 'silence' but a sound, printed as 'O, o, o, o' (TLN 3847), 1 and followed by 'Dyes'. Those four Os, to put it mildly, have not fared well on the page or on the stage. A notable exception is G.R. Hibbard's 1987 single volume Oxford edition that replaces them with 'He gives a long sigh' and adds a note: 'In thus "translating" Fs "O,o,o,o," which has been the object of unjustified derision, I follow the suggestion of E.A.J. Honigmann'. 2 Other editors rarely agree with Hibbard, and, as a result, relatively few theatrical professionals have experimented with the folio signal. 3 The citation to Honigmann is to a single page of his overview on stage directions of the period where he invokes the term crypto-directions, 'some of which appear to have served as short-hand directions for a great variety of noises'. In particular, he singles out the 'ubiquitous "O!--o!"' which 'is sometimes described as an "actor's vulgarisation" -as if no self-respecting dramatist would stoop to write such stuff' -but he argues instead that 'the metre confirms that even the greatest dramatists could sometimes write "O!--o!" etc., while the context makes it equally clear that at other times this expletive was nothing more nor less than a familiar signal' that 'directed the actor to make whatever noise was locally appropriate. It could tell him to sigh, groan, gasp, roar, weep '. 4 122 Alan C. Dessen 5 From such evidence he concludes that 'when the immediate context gives no further explanation, the wide range of possibilities elsewhere suggests that the actor could do as he liked'. As for today's editors, Honigmann argues that they should replace the Os 'with the appropriate equivalent' just as elsewhere 'they remove actors' names and substitute character-names', so that Lady Macbeth's exclamation should be followed by ' A long sigh' and Othello's by 'cries out in pain'. He concludes: 'In short, I assume that quite often what the original audience heard was not "O!-o!", and that it will only mislead a modern reader or audience to print the dramatist's signal in this form'.
My goal in this essay is to cast a wider net in the hope of expanding the options generated by the often used multiple Os. In so doing, I will not invoke single or double Os (as in several of Honigmann's examples) which fit more comfortably into normal scansion but will concentrate upon strings of three, four, or at times even more Os or Ohs. 6
Shakespeare's Multiple Os
To start with the Shakespeare canon, the commentators who deal with this phenomenon cite three examples: Hamlet in the folio; Lady Macbeth in her sleepwalking: 'All the perfumes of Arabia will not sweeten this little hand. O, O, O!' (5.1.50-2, TLN 3142-4); and Othello in both quarto and folio in his anguish before he learns about the handkerchief (5.2.198, M3v; TLN 3485). In response to Lady Macbeth's Os, the Doctor says: 'What a sigh is there! The heart is sorely charged' (5.1.53-4); in response to Othello's, Emilia provides: 'Nay, lay thee down and roar' (5.2.198). These items therefore suggest that in the Shakespeare canon three Os can be equated with a sigh or a roar.
Those three examples, however, are only part of the story. 
Dying, Mortally Wounded, and Sick Os
Other playwrights provide examples of multiple Os for dying or otherwise distressed figures, with the sound sometimes identified in dialogue as a roar or groan. In Massinger's Maid of Honor (1621), Sylli's lament to Camiola on losing her to the king climaxes with 'Oh, oh, oh' to which she responds: 'Do not rore so' (4.5.12). 7 In 1 Hieronimo (1604) an assassin kills Alcario by mistake, and he dies with 'Oh, oh, oh!' to which another figure responds: 'Whose groan was that?' (4.82-3). 8 Not linked to dying is the conning of Justice Algripe in Fletcher and Shirley's The Night Walker (1611) where a figure tormented by two supposed Furies responds first with three Ohs, then with two more, with a Fury in between lecturing 'Groans are too late' (7.364-5). 9 Other situations are less specific. In The Atheist's Tragedy the dying Montferrers first says 'My soul's oppress'd with grief. 'T lies heavy at / My heart. O my departed son, ere long / I shall be with thee' and his final sound is 'O, O, O' (2.4. [11] [12] [13] [14] . 10 
53). As to pain, in
The Two Merry Milkmaids (1619) a Spirit seizes a magical ring from the finger of Smirke, the clown, then departs, so the victim reacts 'O, O, O' (03r). 15 In The Honest Lawyer (1615) figures disguised as fairies torment Gripe by pinching, gagging, and then robbing him, with his response 'Oh---Oh---Oh' (G3r). 16 A more elaborate torment occurs in Swetnam the Woman-Hater (1618): a group of women arraign and assault Misogynos (Swetnam) in a long sequence wherein he responds with three Ohs, then two, then four, then two, then one three times, then five, and finally three for a total of nine separate exclamations (I3r-I3v). 17 
Os in Comedy
Os are also plentiful in comedies, as can be seen in a sampling from three playwrights. First, Jonson makes adept use of Os in five of his comedies to signal either delight or discomfort. For examples of the latter, in a climactic sequence in Poetaster (1601) Crispinus vomits chunks of Marston's vocabulary to the accompaniment of multiple Os -first four, then two, then three more (5.3.500-5); 18 24 is invoked, what emerges is a tool of the trade available for a variety of uses in many different contexts. 25 My tour of Os does not resolve the problem of what to do with those four letters that follow 'The rest is silence' but does lend support to Terence Hawkes's use of the Os to begin his critique of the editorial tradition. For Hawkes, Hamlet's last utterance 'is certainly not silence, but whatever range of noises and movements an actor might summon in response to these disturbing printer's signs'. He notes that editors 'almost unanimously suppress these moments' by stigmatizing them 'as an "actor's interpolation"' so that 'the Prince's terminal O's find themselves sternly banished from the text: an odd verdict, it might be concluded, on what could otherwise rank as a perceptive gloss on the part by its first and rather astute critic, the actor Richard Burbage'. He concludes:
That we should witness speech itself finally and violently vanquished in him, hear that probing voice reduced at last to groaning, recognize in those O's the fearful linguistic and therefore cultural consequences of Claudius's poison, could become powerful aspects of the play's statement. If this is interpolation, we might be tempted to say, give us excess of it. 26 Other readers or actors react differently. Martin Coyle argues 'that Hamlet does indeed say "O, o, o, o", and that this signals not a "long sigh" or groan but rather the breaking of the "noble heart" that Horatio sees before him and that Hamlet wishes for at the end of his first soliloquy' -and therein lies the special appeal of such a signal. 27 In his 2001 Hamlet for the RSC, Samuel West ended 'the rest is silence' with a smile. 28 When I queried him about that choice he replied that Hamlet begins ('A little more than kin, and less than kind,' 1.2.65) and ends with a pun (so 'rest' can denote both 'remainder' and 'repose', 5.2.358). More important, his Hamlet in his final moment had a glimpse that what lies ahead in that 'undiscovered country' ('the rub' in 'to be, or not to be') is not bad dreams but 'silence' -hence the laugh at the transcending of 'the dread of something after death' (3.1.64, 77-8).
Most distinctive was the staging in director David Farr's 2013 RSC production in which Ophelia (Pippa Nixon) in 5.1 was buried in a shallow downstage grave and stayed there for the remainder of the show. A dying Hamlet (Jonathan Slinger) barely able to stand delivered 'The rest is silence' while moving downstage towards her and directed the Os in her direction with the first three audible and the final one whispered. The combination of the Os as delivered by Slinger with the visible presence of Ophelia set up a powerful climactic image that conveyed Hamlet's realization of what he had done to the woman he loved and his sense of the loss of what might have been. Keeping Ophelia onstage may not have been HC (historically correct) but generated the most creative use of the Os I have encountered. 29 I, for one, find appealing the notion of a Hamlet (the most talkative of protagonists) who seeks to script his own ending (as generations of editors and readers would prefer) to climax with the word 'silence' but in fact dies with an expression of pain or shock or disappointment. But that reading, although supported by many comparable O-groans, is no more valid than any other.
The moral of this tale? At the least editors and other scholars should stop faulting Richard Burbage for his supposed interpolations of such abominations into otherwise pristine Shakespeare texts. Moreover, today's theatrical professionals should have the same freedom with scripted O-Ohs as had their early modern counterparts. Judi Dench's rendition of Lady Macbeth's three Os in the sleepwalking scene, perhaps the most powerful (and unsettling) moment in my fifty years of playgoing, provides a good example. Her director (Trevor Nunn) cut the doctor's immediate response ('What a sigh is there'), so that the actress could deliver a scream (building on three breaths or stages) that emerged as a truly remarkable display of a tortured, perhaps damned soul in a production with many such moments. 30 My thesis has been and remains: as a dramatist Shakespeare was adept at using the tools at hand, but to understand both those tools and his distinctive implementation of them requires a working knowledge of the theatrical vocabulary shared at that time by playwrights and playgoers. Ay, there's the rub. The rest is silence -with any further Os the province of the reader. Today's editors prefer O to Oh and often include an exclamation point at the end of a series, whereas in the early texts capitalization, spelling, and punctuation vary widely with no rationale that I can discern. For convenience I have therefore used many modern spelling texts (eg, the Revels Plays, the Oxford Middleton) but have also retained the original spelling in other instances. In an appendix Gary Taylor provides documentation 'that Shakespeare strongly preferred the spelling "o" without "h"'. Television version available on DVD preserves at least some of the force of these moments.
